Promoting Mental Health
The Work of the International Council of Nurses Nurses (ICN, 2012) Code of Ethics for Nurses states that providing nursing services to people in need is a fundamental responsibility of nurses and that nursing care is unrestricted by illness. ICN deplores the fact that stigma, discrimination, treatment gaps, and lack of access to services continue to exist globally. Recognizing that mental health is a crucial aspect of well-being, ICN urges governments to move toward community-based programs to complement existing services, focused on the promotion of mental health, prevention of mental illness, early intervention, and home-based treatment, care, and rehabilitation (ICN, 2008) .
T he International Council of
Mental health is a matter for everyone, including children. Mental health should be promoted and mental disorders should be prevented and treated like any other health problem. But, despite its fundamental importance to health, mental health has long been neglected, underresourced, and plagued by stigma, which prevents many people from seeking care (Thornicroft, 2008) . Globally, access to mental health services is limited, and in most developing countries, such services are simply not available. Kakuma et al. (2011) reported a shortage of 1.18 million mental health workers in low-and middle-income countries, of which 54% are nurses. In fact, many countries report a significant shortage of mental health nurses (World Health Organization [WHO] & ICN, 2007) . Difficulties in recruitment and retention are due to a lack of interest in mental health nursing, lack of safety and security in the work environment, and stigma associated with mental illness. Further, in middle-and low-income countries, nurses-who may be the only service provider for people with mental disorders-often have no or little mental health training or support from qualified mental health specialists.
To combat stigma and discrimination and to transform mental health for all, ICN has identified the following actions for nurses and national nurses associations (NNAs) (ICN, 2001) :
l Promote mental health and prevent illness.
l Improve access to mental health care services.
l Promote community participation in mental health services planning, operation, and evaluation.
l Influence policy makers and the public to shift from institutional care to primary health care through community-based programs and taskshifting approaches.
l Address educational needs of health personnel in mental health issues.
ICN uses a range of strategies to enhance knowledge transfer, capacity building, and dissemination of evidence for action, lobbying, and advocacy. ICN actions toward universal access to quality mental health services include lobbying WHO at the World Health Assemblies and Executive Board meetings. ICN has called on governments to increase the number of adequately trained nurses in primary health settings through three main actions: (a) to ensure adequate pre-and post-registration education in mental health; (b) to integrate mental health services in community-based primary health care; and (c) to expand the scope of practice of nurses to encom-pass the authority to assess, identify, and treat common mental health disorders in primary health care settings. ICN is pleased that WHO (2013) has adopted the Comprehensive Mental Health Action Plan 2013-2020, which emphasizes promotion and prevention and addresses children and adolescents, community-based care, and the human rights of those with mental disorders.
ICN, in partnership with Dialogue on Diabetes and Depression, has been implementing a training program focusing on comorbid management of diabetes and depression as part of the ICN Non-Communicable Disease Initiative. This program has trained more than 200 nurse educators and other health professionals in seven African countries since 2011, and ICN is working with its partners to expand the project to other regions of the world.
Nurses have a vital role in the promotion of mental well-being, the prevention of mental disorders, and the assessment, treatment, and rehabilitation of people affected by mental health problems. As the largest health profession in the world, nurses must seize this opportunity to remove stigma and discrimination, and to open up access to care and services. It is our role and our ethical duty as nurses to care for those with mental illness as we do those with physical illness.
